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			Preface 

			This book highlights several fascinating episodes of Montana history, beginning with the first recorded visit to the area by Europeans in the mid-eighteenth century and continuing through to the present. Each story is complete in and of itself and may be read individually and out of sequence.

			Although these vignettes don’t in any way purport to be a thorough history of the state, they’ve been selected to give the reader a broad understanding of the historical background of “Big Sky Country.”

			I hope that It Happened in Montana will provide a few hours of pleasure to those who read it and that it will, perhaps, find its way into the classrooms of the state, thereby giving younger generations a better appreciation of their vast heritage.

		

	
		
			A First Glimpse of the Shining Mountains 

			1743

			The four Frenchmen and their Indian companions narrowed their eyes to search the western horizon. The frigid January wind blew directly into their faces as they sat astride their horses on a small knoll in what may now be southeastern Montana.

			One of the Frenchmen suddenly became excited and, arms waving, pointed out a vast outcropping of stone in the distance. The range of snowcapped peaks looked more like wispy clouds than mountains until the men left their vantage point and rode several miles closer.

			Long before Thomas Jefferson dreamed of finding a northwest passage from the United States to the Pacific Ocean, French authorities in Canada had the same vision. As early as 1673 Marquette and Joliet explored the Mississippi River valley; the great La Salle followed in their footsteps a few years later. More than half a century would pass before intrepid fur traders from Canada would venture beyond the “father of waters” and cross the Great Plains.

			In 1732 a distinguished French fur trader with the formidable name of Pierre Gaultier de Varennes, Sieur de la Verendrye, established a trading post in present-day Lake of the Woods County, Minnesota. The Frenchman used the post as a base for further exploration to the west. By 1738 Verendrye had traveled across the plains as far as present-day North Dakota, where he visited among the Mandan Indians.

			Verendrye was enthralled by the stories the Mandans told him. Far to the west, they said, was a great lake whose salty waters rose and fell at regular intervals. The elders of the tribe also described pale men with long beards who worshipped in houses built especially for that purpose and who read books and sang strange songs. Verendrye immediately concluded that the Spanish already had possession of the Pacific coast.

			The aging Verendrye hurried home to Montreal and pleaded with authorities there to finance yet another attempt to find the mythical passage to the Pacific Ocean. But French influence in the New World was waning, and more important matters occupied the leadership than Indian tales about a route to the Pacific that years of active exploration had failed to discover.

			It wasn’t until 1742 that Verendrye was able to muster enough support for his expedition. But poor health forced him to turn its leadership over to his two sons, Louis-Joseph and François. The old man watched as his progeny and two other countrymen turned their heads to the west, and he silently prayed that his sons would have the persistence and luck to locate the passage that he had spent much of his life attempting to find.

			The two brothers set out for the Mandan villages and beyond, encountering several other tribes along the way. None could shed further light on the elusive passage to the Pacific Ocean. When the Verendryes reached the encampment of a tribe they called the“Bows,” the brothers found that the Indians were preparing to go to war against the Shoshones, who lived a number of miles to the west. The Verendryes decided to travel with the Bow war party, hoping they might encounter other Indians who could tell them something definitive about the route to the west coast.

			On January 1, 1743, the Verendryes and their companions spotted a mountain chain far to the west. These “Shining Mountains,” as they called them, were probably the Bighorn Range, which spans the border between Montana and Wyoming. If so, the brothers had probably crossed into southeastern Montana—the first European men recorded to have done so.

			The massive mountains blocking their way, the Verendryes turned their horses homeward. Although no one knows for certain whether they were the first Europeans to enter “Big Sky Country,” they did at least find the eastern fringes of the Rockies, which stood in the way of the passage they sought.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Lewis’s Confrontation with the Blackfeet 

			1806

			Almost two hundred years after Meriwether Lewis killed one of the Blackfeet in Montana, scholars still debate whether the incident was responsible for the tribe’s fanatical hostility toward settlers for years to come. Certainly the tribe was a force to be reckoned with by frontiersmen for decades after the Lewis and Clark Expedition passed through Blackfeet territory in 1806.

			Throughout their trip Lewis and Clark suffered from heat, cold, wet, illness, hunger, and thirst, but they had remarkable luck in their dealings with the various tribes they met. That all changed in the summer of 1806, as the expedition headed back to St. Louis after reaching the Pacific Ocean.

			At Traveler’s Rest, near the site of present-day Missoula, Lewis and Clark decided to split their command in order to explore more territory. On July 3, 1806, Lewis took a small party and headed down the Bitterroot River and then northeastward toward the Great Falls of the Missouri. Clark and the rest of the men set out toward the Three Forks of the Missouri. The two parties were to rendezvous about five weeks later near the confluence of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers.

			Lewis’s main goals were to pick up supplies and specimens the expedition had cached near the Great Falls and to explore the Marias River, a stream that flowed into the Missouri from the north. Leaving some of his men to move boats and equipment around the Great Falls, he and three others—George Drouillard and Joseph and Reuben Field—went on to explore the Marias.

			On July 18 Lewis’s small party reached the Marias River and spent the next several days exploring its sources. The weather turned nasty, and after spending several days in the rain and cold, a dejected Lewis decided it was time to head back downstream to meet the others. Before leaving camp he christened it Camp Disappointment.

			On July 26 Lewis saw a band of eight Indians observing his party from a distance. Uncertain which tribe they represented, he decided to “advance towards them in a friendly manner,” he later reported in his journal.

			The party turned out to be Piegans, a branch of the Blackfeet. After much shaking of hands and many salutations, the two groups pitched camp together, but Lewis was wary of the Piegans and told his men to be on the lookout in case they tried to steal the horses.

			Lewis described in his journal what happened next:

			At sunrise the Indians got up and crowded round the fire near which J. Fields [sic], who was then on watch, had carelessly left his rifle, near the head of his brother, who was still asleep. One of the Indians slipped behind him, and unperceived [sic], took his brother’s and his own rifle, while at the same time, two others seized those of Drewyer and captain Lewis.

			In the ensuing scuffle Reuben Field stabbed one Indian, killing the brave instantly. Lewis fired his pistol at a retreating Piegan and hit him in the stomach. The man later died. The other six Piegans fled, and Lewis called for his men to do the same, since he didn’t know how many of the party’s cohorts might be nearby.

			The four explorers rode southward at a hectic pace, covering nearly 120 miles in the next twenty-four hours. Only when they reached the Missouri and met up with the party from the Great Falls did they feel they were out of danger. The men continued downstream to their rendezvous with Clark.

			Later, Lewis must have thought often of this incident. During the entire expedition—one that had taken twenty-eight months and had carried its members more than eight thousand miles through uncharted wilderness—the affair with the Blackfeet was the only significant difficulty with Indians. It was unfortunate that the skirmish cast a pall over the last few weeks of an otherwise highly successful expedition.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			John Colter’s Sprint for Life 

			1808

			John Colter felt like he had been running for days. His heart pounded against his ribs as he forced his legs to carry him faster, faster, faster. He rubbed his sweaty face and then glanced at his hand. Blood! His nose was bleeding! His head felt like it would burst!

			Colter kept running as fast as he could but managed to look over his shoulder. The Indians were still after him, although there weren’t as many as there had been a few minutes ago. If he could just get rid of that one brave who was closing in on him, he might make it.

			Glancing over his shoulder again, Colter quickly formulated a plan. When the rapidly approaching Indian got to within a few yards of him, Colter stopped abruptly and turned. The brave, taken by surprise, stumbled and started to fall but managed to thrust his lance at Colter. Colter stepped aside, and the lance point broke off as it struck the ground. He retrieved it and stabbed the Indian. Within seconds Colter had resumed his steady pace, leaving the dying brave behind.

			Only three or four braves pursued him now, and they were several hundred yards behind. For the first time Colter may have thought he would survive this ordeal. As he sprinted through the cacti and rough prairie grasses, he may have considered just how he’d ended up in this predicament to begin with.

			Colter had been a member of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. On the return trip from the Pacific Ocean to St. Louis in 1806, the party had met two trappers who were heading westward into the Rocky Mountains in search of beaver. They asked Colter if he would like to accompany them, and after conferring with Lewis and Clark and obtaining their blessing, he agreed to guide the pair back into the mountains.

			The fate of the two trappers is unknown, but by the spring of 1807, Colter had returned to the Mandan villages on the Missouri River. There he met Manuel Lisa and his party of trappers, who were also headed for the upper Missouri River country. Again, Colter threw in his lot with the trappers and guided them to the confluence of the Bighorn and Yellowstone Rivers, where Lisa built a fur-trading post.

			Impressed with Colter, Lisa sent him on a mission to inform the various Indian tribes in the region that Lisa was hoping to trade with them for furs. Colter successfully met the Crows, with whom he became fast friends. It was also during this journey that he’s credited with discovering what is today Yellowstone National Park and what has become known as “Colter’s Hell” on the Shoshone River near Cody, Wyoming.

			In the fall of 1808, Colter set out to trap the Jefferson River with a companion, John Potts. One day, they were confronted by many Blackfeet warriors who ordered them to drop their weapons. Potts impetuously shot a brave and was instantly riddled with arrows. Colter was captured, stripped naked, and carried before the elders of the tribe.

			One chief asked Colter if he could run fast, and John replied that he couldn’t. He correctly guessed that the chief was considering letting him run for his life. The Indians gave him a head start of a few hundred yards and then quickly gave chase. Colter broke into a run and was immediately followed by several Blackfeet warriors, no doubt the fastest the tribe had to offer.

			Colter headed for the Madison Fork (or the Jefferson, depending upon which account one believes), hoping he could cross the six miles of prairie to the river and escape his enemies. As he came within a few hundred yards of the river, he peered over his shoulder and saw that the closest of his pursuers was still far behind. He jumped into the icy waters and hid under a pile of driftwood.

			Soon the panting braves appeared and scoured the riverbanks for any sign of the vanished man. For hours Colter lay in the frigid waters beneath the brush, waiting for dark and then dawn. By the next morning, the Blackfeet had given up their search, and Colter pulled his frozen body from the stream. He had survived the Indians, but now he must travel—naked, barefoot, freezing, and starving—to Fort Lisa, a distance of 250 miles.

			Eleven days later, Colter literally fell through the gates at the fort, much to the amazement of his friends and associates there. They couldn’t believe their eyes at the sight of his emaciated, haggard form. And they didn’t know whether to believe his tale. Colter didn’t care. Less than two years later, he left the Rocky Mountains, never to return to the wilderness he loved. He died of jaundice on a Missouri farm at the age of thirty-nine.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			The Birth and Death of a Fur Company 

			1823

			For many years the upper Missouri River valley and the eastern front of the Rocky Mountains were hotbeds of activity for the American fur trade. Hundreds of self-styled “mountain men” traipsed the rough terrain of the Missouri watershed, searching for beaver, whose fur was popularly used to make gentlemen’s hats.

			When Lewis and Clark returned to St. Louis in 1806, their stories of the primitive, wildlife-rich mountains of the West fell on fertile ears among some of the businessmen there. One of these men, a Louisiana Spaniard by birth named Manuel Lisa, was quick to follow up on what he thought was a sure way to make his fortune. In 1807 Lisa traveled upriver as far as the confluence of the Bighorn and Yellowstone Rivers, where his men built Fort Lisa, or Manuel’s Fort, as it was sometimes called. This was the first permanent structure erected by white men in Montana.

			Lisa returned to St. Louis in 1808 and, the next year, organized the Missouri Fur Company, with which he hoped to monopolize the upper Missouri fur trade. For the next several years, he sent many expeditions up the “Big Muddy.” The Missouri Fur Company’s coffers alternated between full and empty as it vigorously pursued its fickle business.

			Despite the moderate success of Lisa’s company, it had its problems. For one thing the organization was made up of many of the leading citizens of St. Louis, and even though Lisa was in control of daily operations, it was difficult to conduct business with so many “chiefs.” Secondly, the Blackfeet, with whom Lisa desperately wanted to trade, were hostile to settlers, and the fur company was unable to make peaceful contact with them. Fort Lisa had to be deserted in 1811 because of futile attempts to deal with the adamant Blackfeet. Lisa moved his main theater of operations down the Missouri and established new headquarters at Council Bluffs, in what is today Nebraska.

			Over the years the Missouri Fur Company reorganized several times until finally, in 1819, Lisa was appointed its president. He was the only one of the original organizers to remain active in the company, but his success was short-lived. On August 12, 1820, Manuel Lisa died of illness in St. Louis.

			Joshua Pilcher, a protégé of Lisa, took over the day-to-day management of the company. Immediately, Pilcher reopened the upriver trade, and in the fall of 1821, at the site of the old Fort Lisa, he built a new structure, which he called Fort Benton. The company thrived under Pilcher and in 1822 shipped $25,000 worth of furs downriver to St. Louis. With three hundred men in the field, the Missouri Fur Company appeared to be on the way to the success that eluded its founder.

			Then the Blackfeet menace resurfaced. In the spring of 1823, Pilcher sent two trappers, Robert Jones and Michael Immel, along with twenty-eight companions, into the Three Forks area, hoping to establish peaceful contact with the Blackfeet. Pilcher instructed Jones and Immel to “use every effort to obtain a friendly interview with the Blackfoot Indians, and to incur any reasonable expense for the accomplishment of that object; and to impress them with the friendly disposition of American citizens towards them. . . .”

			In May, Jones and Immel met a party of Blackfeet along the Jefferson River. The two groups exchanged pleasantries, and the Blackfeet seemed to warm to the idea of having trading posts in the area. The following morning, the Indians left in a peaceable mood.

			Unsure of the sincerity of the Blackfeet, Jones and Immel left the area immediately, following the Yellowstone River to a spot near the site of present-day Billings. Suddenly, Blackfeet warriors exploded from the rimrock. In a matter of minutes, Jones, Immel, and five of their followers were killed. The Indians took all of the trappers’ property, including thirty-five packs of beaver, horses, and traps, all worth about $15,000.
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